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Abstract
The LGBTQ+ has a long history in the United States, one that is fraught with
fighting and conflict as well as celebration and humorous conversations. Given
the nature of the movement for queer rights in America, a lot of our own history
has been lost to time, or rewritten in a way that dishonors the truth of our own
history. In order to understand where we are today and what the community must
prepare to face going forward, a deeper analysis of our own history is required.
The history of the queer movement in the United States presents a deeper
understanding of what it means to construct a greater narrative, while trying to
avoid misrepresentation and attempts to co-opt a movement. Through the
redefining of LGBTQ+ history, we can unravel our own current position in the
greater conversation and understand what the future fight will bring. Furthermore,
understanding how the transgender community has contributed to this movement,
as well as where the transgender community has been left out of this conversation,
will help the current movement understand what to do in the fight for transgender
rights that is currently taking place across the country.

1

Introduction
The queer experience still stands as a difficult subject matter, even to those who
experience it. Imagine you’re living in a world derived of color; everything you can see,
from the clouds to the sky to the grass is a shade of grey. Anyone who lived in this world
would be shocked and possibly even frightened by anything with an ounce of real color
to it. Now imagine that you are colorful: your face has a vibrant hue, your clothes are
flashy, and your hair sparkles with bright colors. Anyone living in this black-and-white
world would not be able to understand why you look this way; in not being able to
understand, they may lash out. They may make fun of you, point out the ways in which
you don’t belong, or possibly even threaten you to get you to leave. You may decide to
try and cover up your color with dull clothes like the rest in order to blend in and not
stand out, but doing so feels unnatural, uncomfortable even. This is what it’s like to live
queer in America. Even in the present day, with the progress that’s been made in the face
of homophobia and transphobia, living queer is difficult. There’s still a raging legal battle
over using preferred bathrooms, equal marriage is still being protested, and protections
for the poorer of us queer folk have been stripped even within the past four years. Being
queer, publicly, is a huge risk.
One of my earliest memories happens to be my first queer one as well. My mom
video-taped this moment on a VHS tape, and I remember re-watching it several years ago
and reliving this moment. I sat on top of my parents’ vanity with my mom’s makeup
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back, finding various sticks and brushes and smearing
whatever I could find on my face. When my mom came in to
find me, I remember saying something along the lines of “I’m
making myself pretty!” This wasn’t the first time this
happened, nor would this be the last. I distinctly remember
trying to do it again after this moment, only for my mom to
explain to me that boys weren’t supposed to do that. I always
resented that statement, though it would take me over a
decade to realize why.
From then on, I always had reservations toward male and female dress codes and
styles. I always thought that, had the conventional roles been swapped, women would
look better in a suit and men would look better in a skirt. I remember sitting in a pew at
my hometown church, looking up at my mother, and pointing out how I thought the girls’
dresses looked so much more comfortable than my own khakis. I don’t remember her
response, but I do remember wanting, more than anything in that moment, to have
dresses like those to wear.
Unfortunately, the gendered reality of my small hometown kicked in quickly. I
joined the Cub Scouts and Boy Scouts, grew up as a boy in Brandon, MS, and even
became a male leader in the JROTC group at my school. Though I always resented that
mindset, I grew accustomed to the assumption that boys and girls had to act a certain
way, that being gay wasn’t natural, and that men and women couldn’t swap genders. I
even remember arguing with a now-good friend about how they were a girl, and that
however they thought themselves to be didn’t change their XX chromosomes. Living in
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this type of culture raised me to be a man, the type of man who adhered to cultural gender
roles, had facial hair that they trimmed and shaped, and had a short haircut at all times. It
wasn’t until my senior year of high school that I began to see the strains that this shallow
world view held.
I can’t recall what tipped me off, but I began to realize the way I felt about myself
as a man – that I didn’t fit in with my gender, that I wished I was born a woman, that I
dreamed of myself becoming a woman – was not some sinful subconscious thought that
should be discarded. I mentally tossed this concept for a while; partly because of my
religious background and partly because of the cultural shame that I knew was present, I
kept this part of myself hidden for a long, long time. Finally, I began to open myself up to
the possibility of what my identity may be. What started with me telling my two best
friends that I might be bisexual turned into emailing every professors the day before
classes with my preferred name and pronouns, expressing my desire to help them with
this transition the best I can.
The main driving force behind my own identity revelations lie in the work put
into this very thesis. Before my first meeting with my advisor, I knew next to nothing
about the history of the queer community or the push for LGBTQ+ rights in the United
States. The only two things that came to mind were the word “Stonewall” and the 2008
film Milk. There was this vast history that I was missing, something that was either
hidden from me growing up, or so unrecognized by my hometown that it wasn’t relevant.
This is where I think there is a major problem within the queer community: not enough of
our own know our own history.
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Each of us has our own story to tell. For me, that story is one of self-discovery
and forgiveness. For the queer community, it is one of perseverance, courage, and
devotion to the exploration of identity. Unfortunately, time has a way of messing with
these stories; as current events become history, and people grow old, these stories are
often lost, or at least misshapen. What we as a collective society remember as Stonewall
is a whitewashed, tame version of what really occurred. Events like the UpStairs Lounge
fire have all but disappeared from the history books, and the progress that we have made
as a movement has helped us to become salient, forgetting from where we came.
Part of my story is told here, through the re-learning of the queer American
history that we have come to misremember. As history has reshaped the narrative, I have
spent several months trying to buff out the kinks that this reshaping has produced. It will
become apparent that my story is the queer story; where the early queer movement saw
pain, struggle, and sacrifice, I saw my own personal struggles reflected back. In the same
way, I saw my own narrative being shaped by others just as the narrative of the LGBT
community had been misaligned. Through this work, I sought not only to rediscover both
the community’s colorful history as well as my own, but to understand what it means to
fight against the rewritten history that society seems to produce.
With this work, I hope to reteach the queer history to a lot of those within the
community who are still blissfully unaware of where we all came from and where we all
are today. Without work like this, I am very afraid of the queer community losing its
connection with its past and falling into similar traps and problems that we have already
faced with dignity. The old saying, that history repeats itself, holds some elements of
truth; to fight this cycle, we need to relearn our past in order to avoid making any
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mistakes when fighting oncoming battles. Without that hindsight, we, as a community
and a movement, will be struggling blind.

6

Part I: Understanding the Transgender Community’s Role within the LGBTQ+
Historical Narrative

7

Lines from “The Ballad of Reading Gaol”

“Like two doomed ships that pass in storm
We had crossed each other's way:
But we made no sign, we said no word,
We had no word to say;
For we did not meet in the holy night,
But in the shameful day.

A prison wall was round us both,
Two outcast men were we:
The world had thrust us from its heart,
And God from out His care:
And the iron gin that waits for Sin
Had caught us in its snare.”1

1

Oscar Wilde, De Profundis: The Ballad of Reading Gaol and Other Writings (Wordsworth Editions Ltd,
1999).
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The Movement, Pre-Stonewall
Every June, the country celebrates pride month as a testament to the struggles and
perseverance of the queer community, as well as the pride that its members hold for their
various identities. The narrative often told is that the community has held strong against
oppressive laws and a heteronormative society that continues to keep them out of the
conversation as much as possible. Unfortunately, what has been lost over the years is the
ways that the community has split, converged, and neglected its members. The trans
community, now seen as a key aspect of the broader LGBTQ+ movement, has been
historically left out of the story for decades. Now that we are seeing a resurgence in
transgender awareness within and outside of the community, it is important to take a step
back and see where the movement has come and where the transgender community has
gone to understand what is in store for both in the future.
Before the Stonewall riots, a gay American culture had already existed for
decades. 19th century gay America was prevalent long before even the first German claim
of a homosexual identity emerged from such figures as Karl Heinrich Ulrichs and
Richard von Krafft-Ebing. Recorded notions of same-sex interactions were largely,
almost entirely, noted as moments of “lapses of moral judgement” 2 in individuals by
God-fearing figures of cultural importance during this time period. Even as early as
colonial America, mentions of same-sex relationships and interactions were negatively
viewed through a highly religious lens. The notion of a homosexual identity, first
conceptualized in a Western view by German philosophers and psychologists at the end

Jay Hatheway, “Nineteenth-Century Gay America,” in The Gilded Age Construction of Modern American
Homophobia, ed. Jay Hatheway (New York: Palgrave Macmillan US, 2003), 49–60,
https://doi.org/10.1057/9781403974006_4.
2
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of the 19th century, was imported to the United States and began to manifest alongside the
second half of the Industrial Revolution and continued throughout the beginning of the
20th century.3 Though a fully-fledged movement to push for homosexual rights would not
begin to manifest until the homophile movement of the mid-20th century, the gay
community was already coalescing as a communal identity this early along.
The common narrative holds the Stonewall riots of 1969 as the beginning of the
modern American gay rights movement; the fight for equal rights for homosexuals began
long before those concurrent evenings. The homophile movement of the ‘50s and ‘60s
represented some of the first gay and lesbian organizing to fight for increased awareness
and acceptance of homosexuals in American society. This early movement, however, was
considered conservative even by many members of the community then. Focusing on
being adapted into the heteronormative society of the United States, many homophile
protests were simple picket marches, with members standing two-by-two in a line
holding signs with phrases like, “HOMOSEXUALS should be judged as individuals,” in
plain black font. One of the most
prominent of these organizations,
the Mattachine Society, was
organized originally by left-wing
organizers; however, it quickly
was taken over by more
conservative members and
became notably patriarchal. 4 The

3
4

Hatheway.
Martin Duberman, Stonewall, 1st ed. (The Penguin Group, 1993).
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gay and lesbian movement of the time was still somewhat split between the two binary
genders, and notably left out many members of the broader community who were seen as
more ‘promiscuous.’
Mainstream notions of the gay and lesbian community at this time were
associated with pedophiles and perverts. The underground scene within the community at
this point was secluded to select bars that would willingly serve openly gay people, or
districts such as the Tenderloin in San Francisco, where drag and cross-dressing was a
common sight. Because these were the only existing hubs of gay culture, the queens that
survived and worked these areas became the gay and lesbian stereotype to the
mainstream.5 When the movement finally got its timeslot on TV and radio with figures
like Randy Wicker, founder of the Homosexual League of New York, getting their media
spotlight,6 the queens, butches, and femmes of the Tenderloin and other such areas were
left out of the conversation. An early trans organization, the Vanguard, saw the beginning
of gender-nonconforming individuals, including those same queens who were left out of
the conversation, organizing for themselves to gain the acceptance and rights they
deserve. This organization was behind the Compton’s Cafeteria Riot in the Tenderloin, 7
one of the first riots that, like Stonewall, began to shed light on the struggles of the larger
transsexual, gay and lesbian communities.

Victor Silverman and Susan Stryker, Screaming Queens: The Riot at Compton’s Cafeteria, 2005.
Edward Alwood, “The Role of Public Relations in the Gay Rights Movement, 1950-1969,” Journalism
History, March 19, 2019, 11–20.
7 Silverman and Stryker, Screaming Queens: The Riot at Compton’s Cafeteria.
5
6
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Compton’s Cafeteria: Riots before Stonewall
The Compton’s Cafeteria Riot took place a few years prior to the Stonewall Riots
in the Tenderloin district of San Francisco, California. The Tenderloin, a red-light district
of sorts at the time, was a hotspot for queer culture in California, especially for those
queer folks who had been kicked out of their homes and had little left to live on. Many
queer people, including plenty of queer people of color, turned to prostitution to survive
off of, as having no place to call home made establishing bank accounts and other
necessary financial considerations nearly impossible; on top of that, queer individuals of
the time struggled to find good job security, as being queer was still very much against de
facto and de jure law. As part of the Tenderloin queer scene, many queens and
transsexual people would visit the Compton’s Cafeteria, a diner-style restaurant that was
fairly cheap for the area. Though the restaurant was not privy to queer individuals, many
gay and trans people frequented the diner after work and after spending time at whatever
bars would allow gay people inside. The restaurant began to try and force their queer
patrons out, through soliciting fees and police arrests. Eventually, trans folk in the
Tenderloin sought to fight back; after forming the Vanguard, they began to protest the
Cafeteria’s continued disservice to the queer members of the area.8
This finally coalesced one night in August 1966. Police officers were once again
attempting to arrest several of the queer patrons that night, and one grabbed at a
transsexual woman fairly roughly. In response, the woman, whose identity is still largely
unknown, threw her hot coffee at the officer’s face. This prompted a fight to break out,
one that eventually led outside. The officers present called for reinforcements, but in the

8

Silverman and Stryker.
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process, several passersby joined in on the fight in an attempt to defend the queer victims.
By the end of the night, after the riots had calmed, a police car had been severely
damaged, and several patrons taken in paddy wagons. A protest was staged the next day,
with the assistance of the Vanguard,
but this event went largely unnoticed
on a national level.9 The fight for
gay rights was still largely focused
on the homophile movement, and
what little mainstream attention
there was toward the fight was
exclusively being given to those homophile figures.
Again, the Stonewall Riots have become this beacon of hope that many believe to
be the signal of the beginning of the fight for queer rights in America. Unfortunately, this
understanding not only leaves out the work that came beforehand, with individuals like
Wicker exposing themselves to public scrutiny through television, but it also is a very
whitewashed, homo-centric understanding of the fight for LGBTQ+ rights in the United
States. Since the beginning, trans men and women of color have been living and
breathing the fight for queer rights nonstop. The stories of Stonewall rioters Sylvia Rivera
and Marsha Johnson, queer individuals who vehemently broke the gender spectrum with
flying colors, are the backbone of this movement. Without the Tenderloin and Greenwich
Village sex workers, who had to risk their lives to stay afloat amidst the rampant
homophobia of their time, the current LGBTQ+ movement would have no shoulders to

9

Silverman and Stryker.
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stand upon.10 It was only through the courage of these young trans people of color that
the queer movement took off like it did during that night outside the Stonewall Inn.

10

Duberman, Stonewall.
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Stonewall, the GLF, and the Origins of the Gaywashed Narrative
The Stonewall Riots, the pinnacle of queer liberation symbolism, started almost
the same as the Compton’s Cafeteria Riots before. The Stonewall Inn, a bar in the
Greenwich Village of New York City, was a hotspot for local gay and lesbian people
looking for a safer space to freely dress as they pleased and love who they desired. The
Inn, who had heavy ties to the Mafia, embraced the queer community for the sake of
profit, leading to a bar that had several security precautions in place in case of police
raids, which were very common in New York gay nightlife. There was a red light that,
when police were attempting to infiltrate the bar, would be signaled; all the gay patrons
would quickly rush to dress back into their assigned gender. Gay men would quickly
wipe off their makeup, while butch lesbians did their best to quickly put on a more
femme appearance. One night, the
28th of June 1969, that light did not
go off. The police were ready to
make a mass arrest, with a large
number of officers at the door and
several paddy wagons waiting to
take on crowds of arrested bar
patrons. This night, one patron had enough; though many speculate who the patron was
between trans woman Marsha P. Johnson and butch woman Stormé DeLarverie, one
individual threw a bottle at an officer. All hell broke loose. The fighting erupted for
hours, with the police being forced out at one point. Both patrons and passersby alike
joined in on the fight, as the Village had already been frustrated at the heavy police
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brutality against its queer citizens. The fighting continued for three days, as protesters
would show up the following few days and once again clash with police. Police cars were
trashed, and the Inn remained closed the entire time. At the end of the Riots, there was
another queer-heavy community disrupted by their local officials; this time, however,
certain elements were in place to ensure this event did not go unnoticed.
Unlike the Compton’s riot or other similar events prior to the Riots, the Stonewall
Riots were perfectly positioned to spark a greater, national movement in gay rights
activism. Located in Greenwich Village, a New York City neighborhood known for being
the epicenter of New York counterculture, the Stonewall Inn was one of the more
prominent bars that often served the gay community in NYC. The Village Voice, a local
publication catering to the counterculture of New York, was within viewing distance of
the steps of the Stonewall Inn. Several queer individuals on-site during the riots, such as
Craig Rodwell and Jim Fouratt, had connections at major outlets such as The New York
Times, CBS, and The Washington Post. When the initial riot first erupted, the Inn’s
proximity to the counterculture’s hub of information as well as the connections some
participants had with the mainstream media helped spread the news about the event to a
larger audience. This spread was so great that the riot lasted more than one night –
repeatedly, protesters regathered at the Inn’s steps, only to be faced with more police
resistance each time.11 The connections the event developed to the larger mainstream
organizations, as well as larger news sources, became the tinder for Stonewall to spark
the next step in the gay rights movement – the Gay Liberation Front (GLF) of the 1970s.

11

Duberman.
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A large factor in the fight for gay rights that was very self-aware at this point was
the use of humor to illustrate and desensitize the conversation surrounding queer
lifestyles and interactions. The use of humor and double entendre was a major factor in
queer culture even before Stonewall; phrases like “coming out” had a double-meaning in
their origin, as early gays took the phrase commonly associated with the children of the
wealthy and their debutant balls and reworked it to reference the process of an
individual’s public admission of homosexuality. With the implementation of Stonewall
into the narrative, the use of humor was adopted as the main form of language for gay
rights activists. Buttons showing humorous phrases
such as “I’m straight. But not narrow,” were
frequently worn to marches and protests alike.
“IMRU” was a common acronym presented by gay
men and women as a signal to closeted individuals
about whom were safe to come out to and whom
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were not.12 The use of humor and memetics would continue to become a part of the
culture and the movement alike, even as the narrative would begin to grow beyond the
grassroots level that gay and lesbian activists were frequently used to.
While the political significance of the Stonewall Riots is well-deserved, given
how the event pushed the gay rights movement into position to further its cause, its story
has been gaywashed: normalized through the lens of white gay cis men and women. Over
time, the narrative of the riots has been shifted to focus on the gay and lesbian
communities, particularly the white, privileged sections of the community. The real
actors of the riots were those very queens, butches, and drag performers who were once
again left out of the narrative. Patrons of these bars were a culmination of various
members of the gay and trans communities; gay men would often participate in drag and
dress up in feminine attire, with lesbians often doing the opposite.13 Distinguishing the
gay men and women who like to cross-dress from those patrons who genuinely struggled
with their gender expression outside of the bar was nearly impossible. Those circles were
often aligned. However, going into the ‘70s with the gay liberation movement and the
GLF, distinctions were quickly made between those circles. The gay and lesbian
communities began to increasingly distinct themselves from the queens and butches who
still participated in the bar culture, though on a somewhat wider scale. 14 Thus, the
experiences of the Stonewall Riots were quickly taken from the patrons who instigated
and participated in them.

National Museum of American History, “Better Gay than Grumpy,” National Museum of American
History, October 9, 2015, https://americanhistory.si.edu/blog/better-gay-grumpy.
13
Leslie Feinberg, Stone Butch Blues, 1st ed. (Firebrand Books, 1993).
14 Duberman, Stonewall.
12
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Nowhere was this more evident than the exclusion of the rioters from the parade
celebrating the anniversary of their fight. Sylvia Rivera and Marsha Johnson, two of the
most recognized Stonewall rioters, were told they were not allowed to participate in the
1973 Christopher Street Day Parade, a parade hosted on the anniversary of the Stonewall
riots that was the first in a long-running series of pride parades still celebrated today.
Rivera and Johnson, who were not allowed because the organizers did not see “drag
queens” as part of the gay community, continued to be left out of the mainstream
narrative for decades. This story represents a deeper understanding of the 1970s and the
Gay Liberation Front. This organization, which was the mainstream gay and lesbian
rights organization – so much so that this era is often referred to simply as gay liberation
– was very much focused on gay and lesbian rights. Their movement more than often
collided with the antiwar movement that was protesting against the ongoing Vietnam
Conflict; gay rights activists before Stonewall often were also members of antiwar,
counterculture movements such as the Yippie group of the ‘60s.15 The narrative had
already begun to shift toward a more generic gay freedom story formed on antiviolent
society, even though all parts of the community still faced violent oppression from the
rest of society.

15

Duberman.
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The gay liberated ‘70s were
known for their displays of sexual
freedom; while a dominant part of
this period of the gay rights
movement, the period was known
for so much more. Gay religious
groups like the Metropolitan
Community Church critically
expanded its membership after the UpStairs Lounge fire, an arson attack killing 32 people
inside a gay bar in New Orleans, which has still remained a cold case. Gay and lesbian
publications like The Advocate and The Body Politic saw rising subscription numbers,
and alternative news became the more popular source of information from within the gay
and lesbian community.16 Gender-based science saw a renaissance in America, based on
European scientific discoveries made many years prior. John Hopkins University opened
the first medical program in the United States offering hormone treatment and genital
surgery for the transsexual community. 17 The trans community was seeing a revolution in
science conducted for their sake, yet their issues were still nowhere near the forefront of
organizations like the GLF.
The unfortunate truth of the gay liberation era of the ‘70s lies in the overlooked
parts of the story. Despite all the different directions that the community spread into
during this time, it saw some serious division as well. The trans community continued to
suffer just the same, even as the broader gay and lesbian movements saw slow-growing

16
17

Jim Downs, Stand By Me: The Forgotten History of Gay Liberation, 1st ed. (Basic Books, 2016).
Susan Stryker, Transgender History (Seal Press, 2008).
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mainstream appeal, though still within a counterculture lens. Hardcore feminists of the
time still refused to acknowledge transitioning women as facing the same issues that they
themselves faced; the Gay Liberation Front refused to acknowledge transsexual issues as
their own.18 What was supposedly a period of sexual freedom, scientific revelation, and
progressivism within the queer sector in relation to gender and sexuality became watered
down to just a focus on sexuality. The trans community would continue to be left out of
the narrative, as the gay rights movement of the ‘70s continued to be gaywashed.
The biggest symbol of the
gaywashing that negatively impacted the
narrative of the era towards the end of the
decade was the “macho,” a stereotype of a
white gay man clad in leather clothing,
aviator shades, and a slick haircut and
chiseled physique. This type, which spread
in popularity all over gay America, was
notably sexual and deviant; this type became
the face of the movement, both internally
and externally, and the coming crisis would
exploit this image. The image was featured
in both mainstream and alternative gay media; the “macho” was a fashion icon, and the
caricature began to pop up among gay bars all across the country. What started as a
popular trend amongst gay men became an icon for the gay movement. The queer ‘70s

18

Stryker.
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would be remembered for a long time through the lens of this character; phenomena like
the GLF and the UpStairs Fire Lounge would be overshadowed by this image of a gay
figure.19 The queer movement was narrowed down to this one stereotype; in the process
of this gaywashed icon becoming the figure of the queer ‘70s, the queer community
would again begin to forget its own past and history, as well as the problems that were
still affecting its less recognized members.

19

Downs, Stand By Me: The Forgotten History of Gay Liberation.
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AIDS and the Sexual Narrative
The AIDS crisis has been immortalized as one of the community’s greatest
tragedies in recent years, and for good reason. The disease affected the gay male
population much more harshly than the rest of the population, and the trans community
was also hit extremely hard due to generally poorer access to healthcare. AIDS became a
symbol of rage and despair within the community, as the gay, lesbian, and transgender
members of the community saw their friends and even family dying one by one all
around them. Thousands of members of the community died each year, succumbing to a
disease that was receiving little-to-no care from the government. The going narrative of
the “gay virus,” as many right-wing political pundits called it, was that the disease was a
natural consequence of the gay lifestyle
for many across the country. Even when
research eventually began on behalf of
the government and public healthcare
entities, it was agonizingly slow for the
community to ever receive anything
affordable and worth taking.
The AIDS Coalition To Unleash
Power (ACT UP), the primary AIDS
activist organization that arose in the
mid-‘80s and lasted until the mid-‘90s,
fueled themselves on the emotional
struggles that every member held dear to
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them. Their strategy for protesting was simple but powerful; they staged kiss-ins at
hospitals and public centers, they protested public healthcare buildings like the CDC until
they were given a seat at the table, and, when the government was acting too slow, they
went to pharmaceutical companies directly to demand more research be funneled into
combating the virus. 20 Their efforts were largely successful. Despite dissolving right
before the first successful antiretroviral treatment became accessible, their efforts helped
stimulate research to begin, funds to be diverted to their cause, and provided necessary
sexual education to the community to stifle the growing curve of HIV/AIDS deaths in
their community.
Unfortunately, the narrative that ACT UP was trying to push has been somewhat
lost to the popular culture of the ‘80s. As explained earlier, the phenomenon surrounding
the “macho” character became a stepping block for conservative leadership to rebrand the
AIDS crisis as, among other things, the consequences of the oversexualization of the gay
community. What was a popular trend amongst gay men in the 70’s became a tool to
prove to more conservative bases that being gay was destined for bad things. The
perceived sexual freedom, or perverse nature to some conservatives, became the reasons
for the AIDS crisis to exist. In essence, the hypersexualized culture seen by many as
encompassing the queer community of the 70’s became a front to spread homophobic
messages.21 AIDS was no longer a crisis affecting the gay population of America; it was
a consequence of the sexual freedom the gay community experienced during the 70’s.22
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The gay community was once again brought down by the mainstream narratives that
maintained a grasp on what people believed about gay and lesbian individuals.
Again, as before, the transgender community was affected by this narrative
change moreso than the broader LGBTQ+ movement. AIDS hit the transgender
community just as hard, if not harder, than the gay community. Trans people were
disproportionately affected by the rampant homophobia of the time, as even by the ‘80s,
the rift between the quality of life for gay men and trans people was clearly growing. 23
Though many trans people helped carry the mantle of the fight against the AIDS crisis,
including Stonewall rioter Marsha P. Johnson, the narrative was still focused away from
them. Gay men were a significant victim of the AIDS crisis, as they suffered the most
deaths out of the queer community of the time, 24 but trans people were also severely
affected by the crisis, given their unspoken exile from heteronormative society. Despite
trans people also being a significant victim of the crisis, the going narrative is focused on
the gay men who suffered.
Ultimately, this led to another
problem in getting trans
representation in the queer
movement going forward; what
would become a major talking
point in the ‘90s, the fight to
include transgender people in the
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broader gay movement was significantly affected by the narrative portrayed on the AIDS
epidemic a few years prior. 25
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The New Queer Mainstream and the Shift Toward Trans Issues
The 1990s, in comparison to the previous eras of gay liberation and the AIDS
crisis, was much tamer, but the community continued the fight. Mainstream attention was
high and becoming positive; the community was becoming a targeted audience in the US’
growing market economy. Several celebrities, including Ellen DeGeneres and George
Michael, were coming out about their sexuality to mixed reactions, a step up from the
overwhelming negativity of before. 26 The language of the community was getting a major
turnover – with gay, transgender, and lesbian history being rediscovered, a new lexicon
was being developed to track the usage of different terms throughout time. Activists like
Leslie Feinberg were bringing new concepts of communal history and recursive language
to the trans community,27 and the emergence of both queer and LGBT as terms to refer to
the community at large signaled a development in the understanding of nuance within the
community. In fact, the 1990s saw one of the biggest debates within the community that
still faces debate today – whether the trans community, the T, should be a part of the
LGB.28 The late ‘90s became a time of reconciliation with the transgender community.
Stonewall rioters were being recognized as instrumental parts of the overall LGBT
movement, and trans issues began to see their place amongst the platforms of various
queer activist organizations.
Still, the community of the ‘90s had barriers to face. New laws were being passed
across the country to continue to criminalize homosexuality, going so far as the Defense
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of Marriage Act passed by then-President Clinton, which legally defined marriage as
being between a man and a woman, allowing states to ban same-sex marriage. Anti-gay
politics were still all the rage, though the blows were softening. This reality caused
something of a split between the community to emerge – the difference between the
queer and the LGBT movements. Today, these terms generally refer to the same thing;
however, the ‘90s saw a divide within the community on how to address the
heteronormative society that had oppressed them for so long. The mainstream LGBT
movement saw to seek legal progress within this heteronormative society by legally
decriminalizing homosexuality and pushing for same-sex marriage to be legalized. In the
queer movement instead sought to rebel against the heteronormativity of American
society, with members of this ideology refusing marriage as an option for same-sex
couples and instead chose to live out their relationships in open refusal of “conservative”
notions of American romantics. 29 Though the movements did not split the community
enough to cause a breakdown of relationships between transgender, gay, and lesbian
circles, it did create a distinction between the two main ideologies within the community
that persist today.
Two important figures of the ‘90s and emerging 2000s for the trans community,
as well as the broader LGBT movement, helped contribute much of the development in
language and narrative-building that the movement saw. Leslie Feinberg and Susan
Stryker, two trans women who fought to reform the LGBT movement in favor of the
trans community, have gone without the due respect they both earned for their work for
the trans and broader queer communities. Leslie Feinberg, a factory worker who grew up
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with a complicated understanding of hir own gender identity, became one of the first
major queer activists who fought for the expansion of trans issues within the broader
LGBT movement. Hir novel Stone Butch Blues, which acts as a pseudo-autobiography
disguised as a fictional book, describers the life of a trans individual who, while living in
an oppressively heterosexual society, discovers hir own gender identity and expression as
a parallel to hir life, with hir activism and self-discovery developing in hand. 30 This
fictional translation of hir own life is representative of what Feinberg sought to break
down about societal norms in gender and patriarchy; that people have individual
developments and stories that influence their lives proves that trying to enforce gender
norms and roles is unnatural at its core. 31
Susan Stryker, who famously wrote essays and books on the breakdown of gender
expression throughout history, was an important academic in the transgender renaissance
that occurred in the ‘90s and 2000s. Even today, the development of transgender politics
and history continues to be developed, and Stryker’s influence on that topic has still gone
largely unnoticed and unrecognized. Her famous essay on Frankenstein’s breakdown and
digestion of gender was one of the significant works that came out during this time that
sought to further breakdown the traditional understanding of gender politics in academia.
Stryker, as both an academic and an activist, brought about a new school of thought on
the subject of gender and society; this perspective seems to act against traditional
understandings on world theories, where gender identity, expression, and sexuality are
less defined by their labels and recognitions and instead are better defined by the
individual experiences of those within such queer communities. Stryker’s work on the
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breakdown of gender into a more individualistic, counter-cultural nuance has gone
unrecognized for its influence in the future of gender politics going forward.32
The 2000s and 2010s saw this conversion of the community into one unified force
continue; though different circles within the community may, at times, argue with one
another over various minutia, the overall community usually continues to push for better
standards of living and societal acceptance of their friends and families. Homosexuality
saw federal decriminalization in 2003, a huge win for the movement. Queer
representation in media continued to see a rise, and the gradual adoption of LGBT issues
into the more left-wing side of mainstream politics led to the legalization of same-sex
marriage in 2015, still often considered the biggest landmark achievement for the
movement in the past two decades. Transgender reconciliation has continued, with the
newest center of LGBTQ+ activism centering around a key topic in transgender
communities.
While anti-LGBT politics continue, they have slowly been forced to create new
debates to argue off of. The current big topic in queer discussion is the public restroom.
The right, unable to gain real traction in the areas of criminalizing homosexuality or
same-sex marriage, has instead moved to regulate the bathroom to assigned-gender-atbirth rules only. Historically, bathrooms have been an area of debate that conservative,
right-wing pundits have been able to use to frame various issues in their favor.
Everything from women’s rights to segregation has been framed within the context of the
public bathroom to keep oppressive norms in place. When it comes to the transgender
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community, this are no exceptions. Bathroom laws have been the rage for the past few
years,33 and though a recent Supreme Court ruling has seemingly upheld the right to use
the bathroom of an individual’s current gender identity,34 the issue is still up for debate.
One facet that is worth mentioning to understand the period of the ‘90s to today is
the Internet. The national connection of the community to the levels shown now was
unheard of before the rise of the Internet. Part of the success of the movement in recent
years has been, in part, due to the interconnections that the Internet has allowed the
community to engage in. Pride is no longer exclusive to major cities with large queer
hubs of culture; now, everyone in the community has a chance to celebrate pride with
other queer individuals through an online platform that need not be in an open, public
setting.35 The Internet also played a large role in the language development that emerged
from the ‘90s; sites like Tumblr have introduced so many new aspects of the LGBTQ+
acronym and have explored the uncountable nuances of the community. The Internet has
not only allowed a level of connection that the queer movement could not even think of
before the ‘90s, but it has also allowed an exploration of the community’s inner workings
and nuanced identities that existed on a new scale. 36 The Internet revolution changed how
we understand the LGBTQ+ community. No longer is it a band of gays, lesbians,
transsexuals, butches, femmes, and queens all looking to find their place in society; the
community now stands as a force to be reckoned with, one that seeks to continue to
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revolutionize American society in its understanding of sexuality, gender expression, and
personal identity.
The 50th anniversary of Stonewall was celebrated in 2019, and with it came a big
announcement – early activists Sylvia Rivera and Marsha Johnson would have a
memorial erected in honor of the dedication and perseverance they showed despite
overwhelming backlash from outside of and within the community. 37 This announcement
shows not just how far the queer movement has come from its low-life status of the ‘50s
and ‘60s, but also as a testament to the progress that the trans community has made with
the LGBTQ+ movement. While the community has shown serious negligence toward the
trans community and its members in terms of representation and reconciliation, we are
now at a point where the two circles are converging together in the name of progress.
Trans issues are queer issues and understanding where that will take the community is
vital for preparing for the next big fight.
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Interlude
Learning my community’s shared and sometimes divisive history has not only
educated myself on the importance of keeping up the fight today, but also the extreme
importance of the narratives that drive the stories we learn about our own history. From
the whitewashing of Stonewall to the ongoing debate upon the validity of trans people
within the LGBTQ+ community, the queer movement has struggled to keep a unified
base throughout the years.
In a similar fashion, my time learning about my own community’s history has
been a constant struggle with some of my older beliefs. My religious background has
always caused me turmoil when it comes to my own sexuality and gender identity.
Without this rediscovery of my cultural history within my new identity, I would still be
caught up in the older way of trying and failing to find a place in life. With the LGBTQ+
movement today, there seems to be an identity crisis in terms of understanding who we
are, where we came from, and what we have to move forward.
Now having learned more about myself and my community’s shared history, I felt
like I couldn’t just stop there. Originally, this project started as a means to try and derive,
from certain actors and groups, the elements within grassroots and mainstream queer
activism that helped issues eventually become discussion points and issues of policy.
Now, however, after learning of some of the atrocities committed against people like me
for simply trying to exist like me, I knew that I could do more. Not only is it important to
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know what works for activists of all types, but it is even more important to know where
we are going forwards.
This next section represents my embrace of the modern LGBTQ+ movement
online. The modern world has shifted online, and now, more than ever, the Internet hosts
much of our daily lives and interactions. Learning about where my community stands and
works today was the next step, but it didn’t just stop there. I also wanted to learn how to
engage with that community more actively, and I sought to try and understand where, as
a community, we were moving toward. In order to move into this next step of my
discovery of my own identity, I needed to take a bigger step toward becoming an active
LGBTQ+ member.
Dissecting and analyzing the ways in which queer users interact and engage with
not just other queer users online, but also anti-queer actors and groups, has led me to
understand what will come next. I understand, as someone who grew up with the Internet
as a major part of my life for the majority of my life, that online networking and
interaction has become a tool, a forum for queer activity. To what extent this tool acts as
a force for change or beneficial development for the community is the key at what I
ultimately am seeking. Understanding how I interact with others on the queer side of the
Internet, in my broader extension of my queer identity, not only introduces my own
future as a queer individual, but the likely future of the queer movement for many
individuals.
The current status of the queer movement online has been one of renewed
struggle and identity crises. Struggling to create conversation amidst an ocean of content,
both positive and negative, the LGBTQ+ activism that has arisen in the past two decades
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has culminated into a simultaneous reality of specific online safe spaces as well as a front
in the mainstream to push queer ideas further. Amidst that action, there’s an ongoing
internal battle over who is included in the LBGTQ+ acronym; the further development of
the range of sexualities and gender identities has found pushback from not only outside
actors, but internal gay and lesbian allies. The online front in the queer movement, while
quickly becoming the forefront of queer activism, is still showing its own unique
struggles that we must come to address.
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Part II: Understanding the History of the Queer Internet and Its Role in the Future
of the Transgender Movement
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“Ecce Homo”

“Ja! Ich weiss, woher ich stamme!
Ungesättigt gleich der Flamme
Glühe und verzehr’ ich mich.
Licht wird alles, was ich fasse,
Kohle alles, was ich lasse:
Flamme bin ich sicherlich!”

“Yes, I know from where I came!
Ever hungry like a flame,
I consume myself and glow.
Light grows all that I conceive,
Ashes everything that I leave:
Flame I am assuredly.”38
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The Early Queer Internet and Tumblr
Like with the early days of the gay rights movement, creating safe spaces for
queer kids and adults alike online was the first step in generating an online movement.
The early internet saw several different forums pop up where queer users would form
smaller groups. Sites like LiveJournal, one of the first online social media sites, quickly
saw smaller communities of queer users form. In addition to the formation of queer
circles on early social media, smaller sites dedicated to the queer community like
AfterEllen, a site for lesbians to socialize and form their own niche community, also
began to arise. The early online queer community seemed to focus heavily on the LGB of
the acronym; at this point, the gay community was still heavily focused on sexuality.39
Until the rise of Tumblr, the gay rights community mainly focused on establishing
smaller communities centered around cultivating safe spaces on a largely
heteronormative Internet.
Tumblr became a unique space on the early internet for the queer community in
particular because of the sexual boom
that occurred through its unique setup.
Tumblr’s microblog set-up allowed
for a lot more anonymity and
individuality than other, more
formulaic sites of the time. 40 What
happened within queer circles on
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Tumblr was a sexual boom of sorts; the anonymity led to a rise in queer-centered erotica
that helped develop a communal sense of identity as well as a growing interest in the
development of the queer community within. Until 2018, this sexual freedom that Tumblr
allowed on their platform became a core part of the queer scene. Many of the early
conversations on trans and gender nonbinary identities on Tumblr occurred within these
queer-centric erotic circles. 41 This evolved into a conversation on body politics, one that
involved the gender-diverse community directly; body politics became a central point of
trans conversation as well as within other circles, like the feminist conversations
happening at the same time.
Simultaneously, as these conversations around sexual and gender identities and
body politics began, there was also a sort of language boom happening on Tumblr. What
has become a regular talking point of far-right personalities to poke fun at the Tumblr
users ‘inventing language,’ is rooted in real history. Both the queer community and
movement today owes a great deal to the language bloom that happened on Tumblr.
Pronouns and terms that had previously existed but went unknown about these emerging
identities were being rediscovered. New identities were being developed in a more
freeform setting than ever before; these typically academic conversations were happening
amongst members of the community, many of whom lived their queer lives almost
entirely online.42 Tumblr was the host of another renaissance in queer academia focused
both on the language and history that had been lost to the community and the
development of new identities and forms of language.
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Shedding light on lesser
known, less developed gender
identities and sexualities that we
have now come to accept more
widely became a focal point of
Tumblr’s early queer explosion.
Asexuality, for example, saw a
lot of early defenses on Tumblr.
While asexuality now is more
widely accepted as part of the
larger LGBTQ+ acronym, it was
still up for debate as a possible
sexual preference pre-Tumblr,
let alone an entire sexual identity. Through Tumblr, the creation of an asexual identity,
complete with flag and memes, saw fruition, and a solidified asexual community was
able to take part in the broader queer conversations happening online.
For the trans community, there was a similar phenomenon happening on Tumblr.
The gender spectrum was broadening,
paralleling to the language boom discussed
prior, and real discourse on ‘what is trans?’
was brewing. Traditionalists who saw trans as
referring to someone who has
physically/medically transitioned to the
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opposite sex fought with the more radical users at the time, who believed in a less strict
understanding of gender – one more akin to blossoming queer science mere years prior.
Nonbinary and genderqueer identities saw their communities flourish within this
discourse. Queer identity politics became a mainstay of Tumblr discourse, particularly
because of the coded language and anonymity that Tumblr users thrived upon. Labels
became the preferred form of identification over names or physical appearances; at the
same time, this culture surrounding the disruption and dismantling of gender also began
to arise.43 The reduction of gender norms became a focal point of Tumblr politics, with
the topic of gender becoming a subject of desensitizing humor and memes.
A common theme of the early days of the internet was this radicalization of
culture; breaking down the social and cultural norms that dominated modern society at
the time was a focal point of online politics. Tumblr seemed uniquely poised to carry out
these discussions, again given the previously mentioned anonymity and focus on coded
language. This site was set to offer queer users a more grounded site for social media and
communication than the sites and forum groups that came before, while also offering a
less mainstream, more new-age form from which to operate. Queer frontiers, of which
this was one, have always unified around points and places of relative anonymity,
environments where participants can be themselves without being connected to their real
lives. Just as the gay bars of the ‘60s were focused on personifying people away from
their ‘IRL’ identities, Tumblr and queer spaces like it became hotspots for trying out new
identities and labels of expression and exploration of individual identities and sexualities.
Given the anonymous, sometimes erotic nature of Tumblr, the site offered a familiar
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place for the queer community to coalesce, properly and more formidably, away from the
ridicule or attention of more mainstream eyes. Though the heyday of Tumblr’s queer
scene is long gone, the online queer culture of today owes a lot to the development and
coding of its Tumblr days to help explain where we are today.
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How the Queer Internet Communicates through Mainstream Culture
Today, online queer culture has evolved beyond the early days of communal
gathering; the queer movement has been transitioning online to a point that now, online
queer culture is shifting from one of formation to one of action. That transition, however,
needs to be explained; before we can analyze what purpose the internet serves currently
in the queer scene, we have to first understand how the internet communicates and
engages in conversation as a whole. Meme culture has been quintessential to the queer
community, and understanding how memes have become a political language can help us
understand how the queer culture has adapted to this new environment.
To start, there are a near-infinite
number of examples that show how meme
culture has acted as a way around direct
political action, especially in the fact of
serious, criminal backlash. From turning
President Xi into Winnie the Pooh so that
negative posts about Xi cannot be banned in China, to the use of memes on protesters’
signs related to the subject they are posting as a means of finding communion over
humor. I don’t think this phenomenon is anything new because of the internet itself; there
are examples of both the use of humor for political opposition, as well as examples of
pre-internet memes like the “Killroy was here.” trend that spread
across WWII-stricken Europe.
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Humor and
memes have a history,
one much longer than
most people expect, in
political clashes. For the
online queer community,
this could not be more
true. Since the early days
of the gay rights
movement, humor has
been a communal point
for the queer community
to rally behind: from the queens at Stonewall chanting “We are the Stonewall girls…” to
buttons reading “better gay than grumpy” and “I’m straight. But not narrow.” With the
internet, queer culture was quick to embrace the meme culture. A study was conducted on
the “It Gets Better” viral video trend that started in 2010 and eventually included such
participants as then-President Barack Obama and then-Vice President Joe Biden; the
study found that the internet uses memes to help build collective identities in many
different areas or walks of life. 44 Given the nature of the LGBTQ+ community, it makes
even more sense that, with this particular case, people could build this collective unity by
sharing their personal stories of the tragedies they’ve faced in the name of their sexuality.
Given that very present reality for members of the queer community, it makes sense that
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memes became such a prevalent source of commonality, from which the community has
built a movement.
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The Alt-Right and the Fight Against the Queer Community

Before diving deeper, I should address the problem of memes within the darker
corners of the internet. Meme culture has, in some ways, been subverted by alt-right
groups on 4chan and Reddit. The biggest example is the adaptation of the Pepe the Frog
character as a figure of the alt-right. What began as a small character in a relatively
unknown webcomic became the face of one of the largest memes to-date – one that was
quickly adopted on 4chan, especially by alt-right groups. Combined with the “Kekistan”
meme, which adopted a version of the Nazi flag that replaced the swastika with the 4chan
logo, the alt-right has co-opted and generated these memes to become an important part
of their symbolic recruitment.45 Similarly, alt-right memes have stuck to a few various
phrases, many coined by such pundits as Ben Shapiro, to attack other minority groups,
especially the LGBT+ community. “Facts don’t care about your feelings,” only two
genders = basic biology, and differentiating between ‘normal’ gay people and ‘gay’ gay
people to explain why the LGBT community is being too ridiculous or ‘illogical.’ 46 Even
the gay flag, the single most notable symbol of the broader LGBTQ+ community, once
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became a meme that was used against
the community, with the rise of an antigay flag emoji mysteriously appearing
across social media. Memes, while
being a huge part of the online
community, have also been weaponized
against the said community.
That said, I think the queer
community has fought back very well. The previously mentioned anti-pride flag emoji
trend was quickly overtaken by the queer community, with images making fun of people
who used the emoji as a response. Responses to the accusation of “only two genders”
have responded with evidence that a gender spectrum is scientifically-backed, followed
by an ironic, “Facts don’t care about your feelings.”(see attached video) Just as the altright has co-opted memes prior, the queer community has seemed to fight fire with fire –
and fought well – by retaking certain trends and memes that were used against the
community and turning them around. Just as the use of ‘queer’ was retaken by the
community for a positive use instead of a negative use, anti-queer memes have been
turned around against opponents of queer rights.
In the era of fake news, the ability to differentiate between true and false stories,
between genuine and counterfeit queer propaganda has become invaluable. An infamous
example of this hazy phenomenon lies in the recent expansion of online pedophilia. Just
as it was in years prior, an online movement brews rumors of the expansion of the
LGBTQ+ acronym to include a P for pedophiles. There are users, mostly on Instagram or
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Twitter but originating likely from Tumblr, that refer to themselves as minor-attracted
persons (MAPs) who are pushing for a more mainstream acceptance of adults being in
close, intense relationships with teenagers, primarily.
They even have a unique flag, which is suspiciously
similar to the famous gay and trans flags. While not
strictly pedophiles in the literal sense (those being
sexually attracted to prepubescent children), it is still a
widely accepted notion that consent for minors is a much trickier subject, one that does
not belong in the broader LGBTQ+ acronym.
These MAPs are seeming to put up a genuine fight when it comes to their validity
as a member of the LGBT+ acronym, but I question how genuine some of these accounts
are. Many of these accounts explain their experiences as a process of “coming out,” like
is typically the case for any member of the queer community, but it has become clear to
outsiders that the two are not equivalent.
Pedophilia has been used to attack the queer
community since long before Stonewall, as
we’ve discussed to length before. There is,
therefore, evidence to suggest that at least part
of this growing push to get pedophiles
adopted into the community is fabricated as a
co-opted attempt by right-wing
groups/individuals to antagonize the
movement at-large. USA Today* reported
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earlier this year that there was a number of images being shared around Facebook that
touted the acronym LGBTP, claiming that the LGBT community had added pedophiles
as part of their community. Phrases like “Love is gender and age-blind” were attached to
these posts, as well as screenshots from a since-deleted Twitter account using #LGBTP in
their tweets.47 Clearly, this was all fabricated, and numerous sites have fact-checked these
accounts as false;48 however, these cases prove the natural fragility of the LGBTQ+
movement’s overarching narrative.
The relatively new TERF movement also threatens the legitimacy of the
transgender narrative both within and outside of the LGBTQ+ community. Transexclusionary radical feminists (TERFs) as they were first called on Tumblr,49 are
primarily women using feminism and the feminist movement as a weapon to attack the
trans community, even going so far as to co-opt lesbians and gay men into the fray.
Probably the most famous TERF on Twitter, JK Rowling, has had multiple controversial
tweets over the past two or
three years about trans
women not being considered
real women. Most famously,
she tweeted a defense of
Maya Forstater, a tax expert
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who was criticized for saying that trans women should not play with other female athletes
and that “men cannot change into women.”50 Another common narrative that Rowling
has pushed lies in the idea that sex must be real, or else same-sex attraction cannot exist;
therefore, trans women cannot be real women given that their biological sex is male.
TERFs use this long-since scientifically debunked argument on sex versus gender, to
great effect. Given the rift between the trans community and the broader queer
community online and in real life, a clear way to try and destabilize the trans community
exists through turning their own supporters against them using an ongoing debate within
the community itself. Blair White, another famously transphobic figure on Twitter,
exemplifies this TERF behavior in someone a bit closer to the trans community than
most; White supports former President Donald Trump as a post-transition trans woman,
and vehemently advocates against third-wave feminism. White famously claimed that
nonbinary people do not exist, instead insisting that the gender binary is just that: binary.
Using the same arguments about sex being the defining feature of someone’s gender, she
has even asserted that only people who are/have physically transitioned can call
themselves trans. Given that she, herself, is trans, people who have called her out on her
transphobic arguments and language are themselves ridiculed. White’s supporters,
coming out in droves, have taken any criticism of her and responded with a classic “how
can she be transphobic if she is trans?” Personally, if you publish a video titled “TransRetarded” where you explain that nonbinary individuals are, quote, “largely bullshit,”
then it becomes hard to genuinely claim you are not being transphobic. 51
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Memes as a Tool of Activism
However, the meme culture is less about having a weapon to fight against
political opponents as it is a way for the queer community, especially the trans
community, to unite within. In a way, memes have become a new language to speak and
converse about internal and external issues. Vice writes about the way “Gay Twitter” has
used certain soundbytes and names to refer to certain feelings or situations that the
community can revolve around; “These are places people gather to voice something
incredibly small, incredibly specific, often completely dumb, but a place where the tiny
little things that you feel and that are so important to you and your identity are actually
recognized by a whole group of people, too.”52 Memes give the community a form of
media to unify around. Just as Lady
Gaga and Freddy Mercury have
become queer musical icons for
people to unify around, queer meme
culture has become a unifying,
rallying point for the online
movement.
Memes have helped the queer community, and the trans community specifically,
find issues to highlight in recent years. More famously, the J.K. Rowling controversy has
sparked a trend on TikTok of imagining what “diverse” characters created by Rowling
would look like. Giving the characters homonymic names, like the trans character “Jodie
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D. Seever” who wears really bad makeup, this trend highlights a lot of the fake diversity,
or whitewashed diversity, that Rowling has historically been accused of. Another trend,
the glow up trend, involves trans people showing pictures of themselves pre- and posttransition. The trans community, especially on newer platforms like TikTok, have clung
to these trends to not only help highlight specific issues at the time, but to also address
ongoing issues like self-image and appearance that the trans community in particular
struggles with.
Meme culture naturally brings people together, either for positive or negative
purposes, because of its ability to help people understand how much they relate to one
another. For the queer community, and the trans community in particular, it helps
highlight very similar struggles that members of the community faces. It also acts as a
weapon, both against and for the community, as well as a cross-platform,
multidimensional entity that can be used against more traditional forms of power. I think
that this is one of the key concepts for understanding why the internet and the online
queer community is leading toward, or is currently developing, the next stage or era of
the queer movement, especially in the case of trans rights; I also think that, given the
general lack of academic writing on memes and meme culture, there should be a
development on understanding the languages of the internet that transcend traditional
views on activism and community.
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Queer vs. LGBT: The Big Split Online
That goes into one larger issue that the internet, with Tumblr and Twitter in
particular, has exploded – terms and lack thereof. Tumblr is known for spawning this
renaissance of queer language, with new terms, flags, and subcommunities within the
queer community. Along with this explosion came the language police; debates about
what terms are valid, what terms are not, and what terms are just too much to be worth
mentioning also exploded onto the scene. Fueled by figures like White or Rowling,
various users have criticized the community for including too many people, with the term
“alphabet mafia” beginning to sprout up as a reference to the growing LGBT+ acronym.
Two of the most notable examples are the arguments on bisexuals versus pansexuals, and
on whether or not trans refers to nonbinary individuals. A video series by Vice explored
this idea of identity politics that has become such a soundbyte in today’s conversation,
but to summarize – conservatives within the LGBT+ community think that the
community is too diverse and that a collective queer identity just cannot represent them,
while more liberal LGBT individuals believe that inclusivity is the maneuver to fight for
equal rights. To that extent, the video shows that many gay conservatives think that gay
marriage means the community has achieved equality, while the more queer members of
the conversation recognized there was more to fight. They debate on whether or not being
nonbinary is being
trans, and whether
or not pansexual is
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a real term anyways when bisexual exists.53 This whole language debate is not just a
common aspect of minority groups already, but is so vital to the queer community
because of the way language surrounding us has shifted in the past 50 years alone.
As mentioned before, the right co-opted the gay marriage debate in order to divert
from more pressing issues within the queer community; thus, focus needs to be put on
how similar phenomena are happening online today. Gay marriage, still a hot talking
point in politics, also encourages genuine criticism online. Arguments range from
whether or not it was enough to truly secure the right to equal marriage, to whether or not
gay marriage should be the end-all, be-all for the movement. The debate has been coopted by right-wingers for Trump, who claim that he’s the first President to openly
support the community and the only candidate (versus Biden at least) to not vote against
gay marriage. As discussed before, the debate between queer and LGBTQ+, or queer
activism versus more mainstream forms of Pride, have largely revolved around the idea
of marriage as a social concept; to that extent, gay marriage has become the tenant of the
mainstream LGBTQ+ movement, and thus represents a narrative shift in the discussion
on queer rights. Current activists are trying to shift the narrative of the movement in
recent history away from the notion that the movement was exclusively about getting gay
marriage legal. The notion of gay marriage has, incorrectly so, become the face of the
queer movement, meaning that focusing on other issues often gets overlooked or shut
down. In
intensely fighting
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for gay marriage pre-2015, it seems the movement has lost its identity in other areas, at
least in the mainstream. That idea of what equal rights really represent was reignited
when a federal court recently ruled that it was illegal to discriminate against employees
based on sexuality or gender. While many praised the decision, many were also quick to
point out that other major issues were prevalent - “gay panic,” for example, was still a
legal defense in murder trials. In essence, yes you can work, but you can also be killed
too. This idea that the queer movement must always keep fighting, while exhausting, is
true when you consider how major victories have been used as proof that fighting is no
longer necessary. While the phenomenon remains ubiquitous across the board, it still
harms the community today.
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The Online Community into Action and Activism
The internet clearly provides a place for communication outward and inward for
the queer community. The missing link, now, is translating all of this content into real
change. How these examples and methods, this online community, makes the jump from
conversation to real change is what we need to know to understand how the queer
community acts and responds to societal pressures and shifts. Understanding that key
component is critical for understanding how the queer movement is gearing up today.
A report from the Pew Research Center shows how social media is viewed by
Americans as a political sphere of influence. About 8-in-10 Americans believe that
“social media platforms are very (31%) or somewhat (49%) effective for raising public
awareness about political or social issues…” 54 The Internet, with social media
specifically, is steadily gaining significance within the political sphere as a source of
issue setting and highlighting, and community organizing. Without a doubt, sites like
Twitter and Facebook have become some of the focal points of political discussion and
discourse; even Trump gets major news coverage simply for what he posts on Twitter.
The use of social media as a source of organization and raising awareness on issues is
clear to a majority of people; however, the question remains on how this translates
forward. The nature of algorithmic content feeds leads, as previously discussed, to
bubbles of community being forged, separate from others. While this seems to be more
transparent than in the past, most Americans still believe that the Internet and social
media are tricking people into thinking they are doing enough for social justice while
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they truly are not.55 Understanding how this online political discourse, especially within
the queer community, translates to more concrete social change or discourse is important
in knowing what are just conversations or jokes and what goes much deeper.
Taking a step away from the queer movement for just a moment, probably the
most notable, most active event that originated online was the Arab Spring of 2011. A
series of loosely related pro-democracy revolts and uprisings that began as early as
December of 2010 but prominently occurred during the following spring in 2011. What
began as a Facebook page surrounding the untimely death of Khaled Said by Egyptian
police, titled “We Are All Khaled Said,” became a series of uprisings, some successful
and some not, occurring not just in Egypt, but across the Arabian Peninsula and North
Africa. Wael Ghonim, the founder of that page, noted that Facebook was not the key to
revolution; Facebook, instead, acted as a new way to obtain and distribute information
more freely than ever before.56 Anyone with an internet-capable device could spread
news and information about the corruption around them or about organizing a protest
pretty easily. Though government observation of the Internet was most definitely a thing,
tech-savvy members of the younger generations were able to distribute the resources and
information necessary to staging their own protests with relative ease-of-access.
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A recent (as in, something that just started a few days ago) trend on Twitter
revolves around the growing Proud Boys extremist group. The Proud Boys, an alt-right
extremist group founded by VICE co-founder Gavin McInnes, has grown notoriety from
the Charlottesville “Unite the Right” rally to the recent mention at the Presidential
Debate. They are notable pro-white, anti-Muslim, anti-PC men (and women!) who, while
not explicitly homophobic, tend to associate the LGBT+ community with the Left that
they so vehemently hate.57 To combat this, the online queer community has taken it upon
themselves to redefine what proud boys represent; users have begun flooding the
#proudboys tag with photos
of gay couples, trying to
flood the tag so that
members of the actual
organization are essentially
overwhelmed by images of
gay men to ever really have
as strong a voice online. This is a common tactic, as the use of hashtags is a common way
to have tweets or posts gain more traction; thus, by flooding hashtags with a certain form
or type of content, it can quickly change the context in which that tag represents.
So far, this trend has had two consequences, one more real and one more abstract.
First, the Proud Boys have decided to change their organization name to the Leathermen.
Despite being openly accepting of all sexualities, it seems that photos of boys and men
kissing was too much for this group. Not only has this change resulted in a lot of
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confusion from those members on what they are represented by now, but it has also led to
another trend of trolling by the queer community: reminding the now-Leathermen of
what group originally wore leather
proudly. Photos of gay men in
leather clad from the ‘70s to today
are now starting to appear under
both the #proudboys and
#leathermen tags – further throwing
this groups into a quasi-chaos that
does not help their public reputation. On top of this confusion, it has also led to an even
deeper discussion of the value of queer people on social media. When this trend really
caught wind, both Facebook and Instagram moved to ban the #proudboys tag. In
response, members of the queer community online have begun to question these
companies’ values of queer culture over more harmful groups, like the alt-right Proud
Boys. While this may not seem as active as the other, it is helping contribute to the
greater discussion of social media and the companies that own them. Further adding
conversations into this discourse has shown gradual expansion (albeit slow) of
transparency from companies like Facebook.
The core issue of online activism revolves around this notion of clicktivism, or
trendy activism that results in no real change or concrete actions taken. The best example,
recently, of this clicktivism is with the #BlackoutTuesday trend on Instagram. In June, a
trend to recognize and, in theory, promote black voices online resulted in many users
posting a black square to Instagram with the hashtag #blackouttuesday (as well as many
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also including a #blacklivesmatter).
What was intended as a show of
allyship to promote more black
voices online for at least a day
became, in a way, a lazy attempt at
activism that actively hushed black
voices. As these black squares began to flood the #blackouttuesday and #blacklivesmatter
tags, actual black voices became harder to find amongst the sea of black. This example of
clicktivism at work shows the laziness and trendiness of ineffective online activism and
the dangers they present.
However, to what extent this phenomenon is prevalent in online activist circles is
really up for debate. Despite public opinion suggesting that online activism is mostly this
distracting clicktivism that goes nowhere, 58 more empirical research may suggest
otherwise. Evidence to suggest that this clicktivism is either negatively impacting, or
having no relation with offline activism, does not compare to the overwhelming evidence
that online activism is positively linked with offline activism. In spite of the trendy
clicktivism that we often associate with inactive personalities or users, or bigger
celebrities and corporations trying to shed a positive light, it seems that online activism
does promote more positive progress towards developing real social change. 59 Online and
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offline activism are definitely, positively connected, and at this point are too intertwined
to try and reverse.
Collecting more examples of this conclusion within the queer community is the
next vital step in ensuring that the online queer movement is contributing toward the
overall queer rights movement. Online activism get less attention than it needs – or at
least, activism that is not directly located on bigger, mainstream sites like Twitter or
Facebook. One of the best examples of online activism within smaller spheres is with
Harry Brewis, also known as Hbomberguy on Twitch. He livestreamed himself playing
Donkey Kong 64 for 54 hours straight, all to raise money for UK-based charity Mermaids
in support of gender diverse youth. Blowing his £3,000 goal out of the water, he raised
£265,000 for the charity. Not only that, but his smaller stream garnered the attention of
more mainstream media through the appearance of Congressional representative
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, who famously said “trans rights” during said stream.60 This
combination of smaller spheres on the Internet, mainstream figures weighing in with
memes (“X says trans rights” is a popular phrase to use in support of the transgender
community), and physical resource gathering is a perfect example of how the Internet and
social media contribute to the ongoing discourse.
Understanding what the online movement means in terms of real consequences,
positive or otherwise, for the movement offline is the final piece of the puzzle. As
previously discussed, online activism can coalesce into big changes offline, with the
example of the Arab Spring in 2011. The internet – and social media even further –
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provides the capability to organize, discuss, and plan against looming oppressive
governments and established entities to regulate. Joe Trippi writes of the Internet back in
2005:
[The Internet's] roots in the open-source ARPAnet, its hacker culture, and its
decentralized, scattered architecture make it difficult for big, establishment candidates,
companies and media to gain control of it. And the establishment loathes what it can't
control. This independence is by design, and the Internet community values above almost
anything the distance it has from the slow, homogeneous stream of American commerce
and culture. Progressive candidates and companies with forward-looking vision have an
advantage on the Internet, too. Television is, by its nature, a nostalgic medium. Look at
Ronald Reagan's campaign ads in the 1980s – they were masterpieces of nostalgia
promising a return to America's past glory and prosperity. The Internet, on the other
hand, is a forward-thinking and forward-moving medium, embracing change and pushing
the envelope of technology and communication.61

However, despite this positive outlook on the usefulness of the internet in political
contention, more mainstream establishments seek to gain control over the internet’s more
open, forward-thinking form. Various government regimes have sought to control what
sites can get accessed and what can be said on those sites, like with China, Iran, or
Russia. In the US, social media corporations have become such powerhouses that they
too threaten the sanctity of the internet’s unspoken rule on censorship – Facebook and
Instagram both banned the #proudboys tag shortly after it was co-opted by queer activists
as we previously discussed, despite not banning the tag when it was being used by a far-
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right militant group. To really understand how online activism is actually affecting the
offline movement, we need to understand how actions online have resulted in
consequences for the offline movement itself.
Taking a deeper look into the death of George Floyd can help us begin to
understand the links between activism, the Internet, and offline action. The Black Lives
Matter movement, though not directly related to the fight for LGBTQ+ equality, is
probably the best example in America of knowing what role social media plays in the
fight for equality. As Zeynep Tufekci writes, the real-world effects of such movements as
Occupy Wall Street, the Women’s March, or even the online forces of the Ferguson-era
BLM movement were underwhelming; while symbolic recognitions and victories were
seen, nothing in policy or otherwise really changed. 62 Society basically just brushed those
movements off after a while. Contrasted to today, after the death of George Floyd and
Breonna Taylor, a BLM movement stands, fully aware of what social media can do – and
how it can harm. Says Deva Woodly, a professor at the New School in New York: “This
movement has mastered what social media is good for, and that’s basically the meme: it’s
the headline.”63 This concept of social media acting as a communication tool, one that
can codify and spread the message of the movement, is what BLM now understands after
its engagement in the Ferguson era. Now, real change is happening across the country;
police budgets are being clipped, police reform is being implemented, and white
supremacy has become a mainstream target of criticism – a phenomenon that would have
seemed absurd only five years prior. Rather than relying on social media and the viral
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nature of the internet to supply the change, modern progressive activists have learned that
social media is less a vector of instigating real societal change and instead a vector of
spreading the message.
The use of memes and virality as a way of spreading a message further than ever
thought possible by previous material means represents the culmination of much of the
conversation thus far; in addition, the individual’s approach to using this meme culture
can be a seriously vital tool to organize material efforts for the trans and queer
communities, with Twitch streamer Hbomberguy’s viral Donkey Kong 64 stream that
raised nearly $347,000. However, it is clear to me that the use of social media as a
messaging service, one that can spread not only awareness, but clear, codified stances and
statements on how to contribute to a movement, is the real benefit it brings to the trans
community. While Hbomberguy’s stream did help raise a lot of money for the UK-based
charity Mermaids, a group that helps support transgender children, its viral effect on
other platforms speaks broader to the proper usage of social media within the queer
community. Having Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez come on stream and say “trans rights”
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while a video game from the 1990s plays in the background is the perfect combination of
poignant statement and ironic circumstances that memes and viral trends thrive off of. 64
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The Trans Community and the Internet Today
I think that, when it comes to how social media plays a part in the queer
movement, especially for transgender individuals, there are two main services that social
media provides. First, it gives a way for groups of similar situations, backgrounds, or
identity to coalesce in a much more open, yet private, method than ever before, in
comparison with the early gay rights movement that, prior to the urbanization of America
and the Industrial Revolution, a clear-cut gay community had yet to even arise. While
queer culture was definitely in existence, it did not seem to coalesce until people began to
come together in tighter, more dense spaces. Similarly, the rise of the internet and the
incredible popularity of social media gave rise to queer spaces forming in various corners
of the internet. From the forums of the early internet, to queer blogs on Tumblr, to the
current queer culture on Twitter, social media has provided a new way for the queer
community to unite and engage with one another in more enclosed spaces.
The second facet that social media engages in is a sort-of messaging service for
progressive movements. Never before, and I do genuinely mean never before, have these
social movements had a place to spread their message and organize with such an open
ferocity, yet private enough to generally not seriously risk the identity of those more
anonymous members. The sheer vastness of social media provides a sort-of automatic
anonymity to users without pre-existing popularity or celebrity status of some kind. There
are dangers to the internet – things like doxing gaining more mainstream
acknowledgement – but by-and-large these things simply do not affect the average user.
It certainly is up for debate whether these threats are as dangerous as they seem, but what
is definitely clear is that the nature of viral content can help movements spread and
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codify their messages faster and wider than before. The nature of this open-forum style
that social media has taken on can lead to co-opting of trends by other groups, thereby
transforming a movement’s trend into something else – but the opposite can also be said
of a movement co-opting a more oppressive trend, like with the #proudboys tag.
Harnessing virality is ultimately what has shown to lead to real change from online
movements, when shifting back into the real world – though not many examples are
currently as clear-cut as the BLM movement has shown in 2020, there’s certainly a
possibility that certain prime issues of queer politics have arisen from these online
resonances.
The recent nomination of Amy Coney Barret to the Supreme Court on October
26, 2020 signals a potential oncoming fight for the LGBTQ+ community. Barrett, who
has gone on record criticizing Obergefell v. Hodges, is the last of a line of conservative or
“originalist” justices nominated to the Court, a line that includes known opponents of
various queer issues. There is growing concern that the 2015 court decision that granted
the right to same-sex marriage will be overturned; tensions within the community are
rising. 65 An ongoing court case in the Supreme Court, Fulton v. City of Philadelphia, was
heard on November 4, 2020; this case has the potential to enforce anti-LGBTQ+
discrimination against certain family services, including foster care homes, based on
religious liberties and values. So far, it seems that this issue has become a focal point in
recent online commentary.66 2020, the year where serious strides and efforts toward racial

“The Human Rights Campaign: Amy Coney Barrett’s Confirmation Is a Sham, Threatens LGBTQ
Equality,” HRC, accessed October 29, 2020, https://www.hrc.org/press-releases/the-human-rightscampaign-amy-coney-barretts-confirmation-is-a-sham-threatens-lgbtq-equality.
66 “Fulton v. City of Philadelphia | American Civil Liberties Union,” accessed February 17, 2021,
https://www.aclu.org/cases/fulton-v-city-philadelphia.
65

68

justice surrounding the Black Lives Matter movement, serves as a perfect example of
what may soon manifest within the queer movement in the near future. Finding a national
issue to fight for, both online and in person, is what the queer community needs to see a
large-scale change for the betterment of the LGBTQ+ community.
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Conclusion
My time as an out queer member of society is relatively short compared to other
individuals who are focused on the LGBTQ+ movement. I have definitely experienced a
lot of imposter syndrome while working on this project; however, this project has helped
me to really learn a lot more about myself – or rather, who I wished to be. I never thought
that this project would have taken me to the point that I am at now; finally attempting to
be open about myself to the world, with all the repercussions that may come with it.
I started this project in November of 2019, still going by Thomas and still using
he/him pronouns. What I initially intended to just fulfill a graduation requirement has
become a piece of literature that I hope helps the queer community reintroduce itself as it
has helped introduce the community to me. The pride I hold for the work put here is just
a reflection of the pride I now hold for committing to living out my life as who I am, not
who I was born as. Through this process of self-reflection by taking a deep look at the
community I have been joining and, eventually, participating in, I really began to find
something: the version of myself I had looked for all my life.
Being uncomfortable 24/7 is a tough thing to live through. Feeling like an
imposter in your own skin can really start to drive you crazy. It took me years to find
people I was comfortable around, and even more after to finally learn what makes me
comfortable. The rich history and community that I’ve discovered over the past couple of
years has helped me begin to see the missing pieces that I’ve searched for my whole life.
It took a history filled with struggle after struggle, and an active community that has
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carried that struggle into the present and onward to the future, for me to really discover
myself. Thomas needed the help of figures like Marsha Johnson, Sylvia Rivera, and
Leslie Feinberg to find himself again - or rather, herself again. Those few bright moments
of sitting on my parents’ vanity with my mom’s makeup all over my face have come
back. That positivity and love of life that I struggled to find since, I found as Haley.
In a similar vein, it seems that the queer community is once again facing an
identity crisis of sorts. Unable to fully grasp the smaller subcommunities surrounding
gender identity, the broader LGBQ+ community is showing cracks between some of the
more traditional components of this community. In order to help resolve these issues, I do
think that the community needs to re-educate itself on its history, learn where it came
from, and seek to address these issues of identity with that pretext in mind. Our
community had been forming long before that first brick was thrown at the Stonewall
Inn, and it will continue to thrive going forward; all that remains is for us to communally
reconnect with our past in order to address our present and move into the future.
Like I did in months before, the queer community is facing a period of transition
once again. The current queer movement seems to be stalling; with members unable to
cope with the non-cisgender members of the community, the movement seems to be
stuck on defining gender and identity in a queer context. For me, I fought the same issue
for years, unable to grasp who I was for a long time. I was stuck in more traditional
understandings, leaving me struggling to understand the more modern scientific
understandings of gender and identity on a broader, more fluid reality. For me, that issue
was resolved through learning my own history. It is my hope that the same can be said for
the community at large; that relearning the communal queer history helped me to
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understand my own gender identity and sexuality should reflect in a similar manner to the
broader community. The queer community needs realignment, and by relearning its
original history with a clearer lens, the community should be able to get past this crisis
once again.
The queer community is no stranger to struggle or crises of identity. In the
beginning, different members of the community believed in different paths toward
equality. Whether it was through heteronormative picketing or full-on battling the
homophobic police of the time, the queer community took several different avenues to try
and counteract these problems. In the process, it has become clear that an element of
reality has been lost, as we remember Stonewall in a whiter shade than it was, and the
AIDS crisis as a much tamer issue than it was. By readdressing these events without the
lens of innocence that American history tends to put on more tumultuous topics, I hope
that our community can realign itself with its more heated, self-confidant virtues that we
clearly displayed in the past. By realigning with these values of courage and boldness that
we originally thrived on, I think the queer community today will begin to solve and move
past the identity problems that are keeping it locked down currently.
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